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was not too long delayed. But the Malthusian theory of the
pressure of population upon the means of subsistence was a more
difficult matter. Arguments based upon this theory were per-
sistently used in support of the current economic theories, and
as an excuse for the then prevailing social conditions. And the
thought that any temporary betterment of the lot of the workers
would automatically be cancelled by a sudden and unprecedented
rise in the birth-rate was, for a time, an almost decisive difficulty.
What was the use of trying to raise the standard of life of the poor,
if 'the undying delight of humanity in its own reproduction'
automatically kept population pressing upon subsistence? Light
upon this problem came slowly, and for a considerable time all my
political thinking was influenced by the fear that the 'law of
population' might render futile all attempts to secure social
betterment.
The economic fatalism of the economists had also to be con-
sidered. These terrifying persons appeared to be contemptuously
hostile to any policy which would hinder the free play of economic
forces. Emile de Lavelaye in 1883, for example, had protested
against Bismarck's 'abominable proposition to create a fund for
pensioning invalid workmen by a monopoly of tobacco.'1 In
1817, the Rev. J. Townsend, in his Dissertation on the Poor Laws,
had found delight in the fact that the poor multiply rapidly in order
'that there may always be some to fulfil the most servile, the most
sordid, and the most ignoble offices in the community. The stock
of human happiness is thereby increased, whilst the more delicate
are not only relieved from drudgery . . . but are left without
interruption to pursue those callings which are suited to their
various dispositions.'2 Then Sir Henry Maine, in his well-
known work on Popular Government, showed that the idea of the
inevitability of the fierce struggle for life, with its attendant extremes
of riches and poverty, had descended without serious modification
to his own day. 'The motives which impel mankind to produce
wealth are such as infallibly entail inequality in distribution. They
are the springs of action called into activity by the strenuous and
never-ceasing struggle for existence, the beneficent private war
which makes one man dimb upon the shoulders of another and remain
there ^ through the law oj the survival of the fittest? 3
1 E. R. Pease, History of the Fabian Society, p. 16.
2 Quoted by Sidney and Beatrice Webb, The Decay of Capitalist Civilization, p. 13.
8 Popular Government, p. 50.